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  The Body

  
  




Detroit, Michigan

Spring 2009




With dull uneasiness, Raiden noted the Gabriel Colin situation was rapidly spinning out of control. He tried to concentrate as the frightened actor continued to blabber away on the other end of the phone—something about a kid, bloody car seats, teeth . . . His still-sleepy brain fumbled with the fragments of Gabriel’s nearly incoherent babbling.

“. . . and he’s not moving now, but his eyes are open. I think he sees me. He’s been holding his breath for a really long time, and I keep trying to—”

“Slow down, I can’t—”

“—open his mouth but there’s some teeth stuck inside his throat and I think they’re impeding his airway. Maybe I should take them out. What—”

“Gabriel, listen to me! Where—”

“—happens if I take pieces teeth out of his throat? Do you think he’ll start bleeding again? Have to—call the hospital, but I can’t remember the number and I—”

“Shut up for a second! I—”

“—called you because I thought you might have the hospital’s number since you probably go there a lot to steal blood or something. Maybe you could put some of the blood I stole back into him so he can wake up before—”

“It’s too late,” Raiden declared. “He’s gone.”

Gabriel fell silent; his heavy breathing was the only indication he was still on the line.

Raiden muttered a curse. He dragged his ass to the bedroom closet to assemble a corpse kit. Cradling the phone between his shoulder and neck, he pushed clothing aside to reveal the hidden walk-in safe he had installed upon his arrival to Novi. As he opened it, aggravation overtook his sleepiness. He would straighten the newb out, one way or another.

“So, you had your first feed—which means now you know you’re a vampire.”

Gabriel did not reply.

Raiden continued, “Which—if I remember correctly from our last conversation—was supposed to be a prank I pulled on you. What do you believe now, Colin?”

“On a last-name basis now, are we?”

“First name, last name—name of my mother’s dead dog—I’ll call you whatever comes to mind.” He knew he was treading on dangerous territory, but playing the bad guy was much easier than trying to give a shit.

“You’re wasting my time.”

The uppity tone in his voice threw off Gabriel. There should be . . . an apology? Begging? Tears? Instead, there was defiance. Insubordination.

Raiden bit back a snarl as he yanked the necessary tools out of the safe. “You’re wasting your own time. More importantly, you’re wasting mine. You woke me out of a sound fucking sleep to bitch about some poor cold one.”

“He’s not necessarily dead!” Gabriel protested.

Raiden snorted, not bothering to turn on the light as he quickly collected the remainder of his gear.

“So, what—he’s just pretending? I’m not going to help you if you keep living in denial.”

He slammed the safe shut. Eyeing his extensive collection of clothing, he pulled out a black hoodie and a pair of black pants. He chose an outfit for Gabriel, similar to his own (but from a cheaper manufacturer) in a larger size. It had belonged to one of his victims. Knew it would come in handy at some point.

“I’m afraid someone’s going to see me,” Gabriel whispered.

Raiden frowned. “I thought you said the place was deserted.”

“My windows are tinted, and there aren’t any security cameras here, but maybe someone heard something—even though there’s no one around as far as I can tell—but they could be hiding in—”

“I doubt anyone’s hiding anywhere. Just stay put!”

Raiden threw his completed corpse kit across the room, breaking a lamp in the process. He loathed the idea that Gabriel could get under his skin, and that he could not tether his emotions.

“This is your fault, Raiden.”

His shoulders tensed. “I’m going to hang up on you now.”

“Don’t!” Gabriel cried.

The raw terror in his voice clawed its way inside Raiden’s head. Covering the mouthpiece, he closed his eyes and attempted to slow the spike in his pulse. He shuddered, sinking to the floor as his limbs lost strength.

The power of memory lay in its ability to trap the senses, to filter them through time and make the past present.

Voices screamed at him.

“I just want to give you this!”

“I don’t want it! Get her away from me!”

“But she wants you to.”

“I won’t have any part of this. I’m not like you.”

“Look, Raiden. Feel how warm she is!”

“Stop!”

“And her heart is beating so fast—do you hear it?”

“Don’t!”

He slammed the phone into his temple. The blast of pain quieted the voices. Vaguely, he was aware of Gabriel’s shrill tone: “Raiden, Raiden, Raiden—”

“Shut the fuck up and listen to me,” Raiden snapped, suddenly back in his own skin. His commanding tone worked, as Gabriel said nothing else for the rest of their conversation.

Raiden outlined the details of his plan. As night began its descent, he slipped into his mask of apathy, gave his dead-eyed, Armani-clad reflection a glance, and donned his newest pair of black leather gloves.

* * *

Placing a careful palm over the wound on the boy’s waxen thigh, Gabriel hung up the phone. He barely noticed the deep scratches the boy had inflicted on the backs of his hands during the attack. No doubt these defensive wounds on his hands would soon disappear. He realized he could not remember which finger he had broken last week during his fight with the punching bag—it had healed after his turning. Closing his eyes, he rested his head against the window. His mind raced.

Raiden said to wait . . . to stay here . . . to stay and wait and be quiet . . . and he’ll help me. He’ll help me with my problem. The boy?

Thoughts like foreign languages jabbered; meaninglessly clucked. Though he could not properly understand them, their tongue was familiar. If he concentrated hard enough, he could almost discern their intent. The plosives, the vowels, the consonants—all in all, they wove an ominous verbal tapestry whose threads were starting to wear.

Small droplets of blood decorated his chin with a speckled maroon crust. Cold sweat dripped down his back, forming icy pools in the cleft between his buttocks. Dried salt burned underneath his eyes and behind his ears. Breathing heavily, Gabriel sat in a stupor, unable to move. He kept straining to hear some sort of sound from the boy, a whisper, a heartbeat, or a breath, however faint. But there were only the echoes of his own harsh panting, accompanied by the rhythm of his accelerated pulse.

Death was the absence of mortal sound. Not the merest flicker of life sparked from the body below him. Through his horror-stricken haze, Gabriel gradually became aware of a noise far more ominous than his own bodily commotion. It was a miniature heartbeat, mocking the boy’s stillness with its insistent ticking.

Leaning forward, dread coating his stomach with its pale bitterness, Gabriel gingerly turned over the boy’s limp wrist. The muffled ticking increased in volume. A watch stared back at him, its face glowing defiantly in the murky darkness. Unable to look away, Gabriel followed the movement of its hands, noting the bigger of the two was adorned with the familiar face of Pac-Man.

Pac-Man. How lame. Only a kid would wear something this gauche.

Unwillingly fascinated, he peered more closely at the watch. Each number was surrounded by a series of dots, which were representations of Pac-Man food.

Stupid, really. Childish.

The bloodstained wristband was worn, its edges ragged, frayed by time and affection.

He must have rarely taken it off. He was just a kid. Now dead—because of me.

To torture himself, he began to fabricate the kid’s entire life story. Born in a small town. The youngest of five children. The only boy. The favorite, the prized. The special one. Belatedly, Gabriel recalled he had never gotten the kid’s name.

Can’t ask a dead person for his credentials! He’ll never tell—I made sure of that. And killing him was . . . effortless.

A new muscle. He wanted to ignore it. But the appetite for blood (its richness, its taint) was simply impossible to escape. A dam had broken within him, freeing a dormant compulsion—like he was born to kill and had just now discovered it. Raiden had tried to tell him; warned him in the dreams. Taunted him, tempted him, and cursed him with the crimson promise. The betrayal by his former idol was sickening.

As much as his gorge struggled to rise, the call of blood was more insistent. Already, he felt the awakening in his body. Gabriel scanned the empty lot, sensing the distant presence of humans, unconsciously searching for his next victim; looking for the weakest links, attempting to assess the potency of their blood from the strength of their heartbeats. His darkest parts craved more.

Horrified, he stuck two blood-streaked fingers down his throat and attempted to vomit. As soon as his taste buds absorbed that sultry redness, however, the thirst consumed him again. He wanted more. Raiden’s face was in the background of his mind, whispering once again, commanding him to drink more, more, more, fucking more!

In that epiphany, Gabriel instinctively knew he would stop at nothing to acquire another blood-fix. From the first taste, he was hooked.

A junkie.

“Goddamn you, Raiden.” He curled his fingers into a fist and struck the boy’s thigh with a blow so powerful, the impact sent quaking vibrations up his arm. Zipping up his pants with numb fingers, he noticed the scratches on his hand had completely healed. He made no attempt to clean himself while he waited for Raiden to arrive; but he redressed the boy’s corpse as best he could, and turned his head to face the window. Those dead, accusing eyes told him more than he wanted to know.
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Los Angeles, California




Naomi was minutes-dead before Raiden could bear to release her. Her slightly taller form slumped against him. Gingerly, he touched her pallid hand. He had not known a body could go so cold so fast. Then again, he had drained her blood at a rapid rate. Tears still drying on his cheeks, Raiden crawled out from under her. She sagged like an empty sack.

Justus flashed a triumphant grin. “See? I knew you had it in you!”

Raiden regarded his intended bride. She was Juliet in the catacombs. Death had been kind: preserved her looks despite the brutality of her demise. Her face was as beautiful as ever. But for the stillness of her chest and the whiteness of her complexion beneath the bloodstains, Naomi looked asleep.

Raiden felt something inside him breaking. The pain in his gut was acute. His eyes ached from tears.

“My,” said Justus, “she looks good enough to eat all over again. Pity you drained her without offering me so much as a drop.”

Raiden began to hyperventilate. His brain could not catch up with his recent actions. Panting, he squeezed his eyes shut.

Justus continued, “There’s something I didn’t tell you—”

“Shut up! Shut up!” His voice rose to a higher pitch. “What the fuck did you just make me do?”

Justus grinned. “I fed your fiancée to you.”

Shocked, Raiden stopped hyperventilating. “No.”

“Denial won’t bring her back to life, Raiden,” Justus admonished. “But—”

He blocked out the monster’s voice. The instinct to run had never been as strong as it was in that moment. Flight was the only option. He spied his hotel key on the floor. Bolting for the door, he grabbed it along the way—tore the door open—and ran as fast as his legs could take him. Looking up, he sighted a neon exit sign, and high-tailed it. The few seconds that followed were unbearable, as he expected Justus to grab him from behind at any given moment.

He burst outside, sucked in the early morning air, and kept running. After a few blocks, he slowed to a jog, unable to maintain his breakneck speed. He looked for landmarks he had seen the previous day during the band’s preconcert sightseeing excursion. Leggy palm trees with sunburned leaves lined the street. A smattering of cars crawled to a stop at the red traffic light. A few pedestrians stumbled by, likely headed home from an after-hours club, or performing walks of shame. Dawn had yet to break.

Raiden had a name for what he had become, but refused to utter it aloud. Will I burst into flames at daylight? There was no need to care about that now. Naomi was dead. He knew with devastating certainty he had killed her. Not only did he drain her, but he also left her corpse with an insane monster. Her family might never get to say goodbye.

Sudden suicidal thoughts entered his head.

I can’t live with it.

He walked aimlessly, passing various shady characters among the partial degradation of Tinseltown’s outskirts. One or two bums muttered to him, and a crackhead offered him a questionable favor in order to score money for rocks. None of them seemed to notice the dried blood splattering him from head to toe. Either that, or they think I’m an extra from a film set. Nothing new to see.

Numbly, he found his way to a liquor store stoop and sat heavily upon it. Dawn would soon arrive. Instinct told him to hide, to run away from the sun god’s wrath, tail between his legs like a chastised mutt. The human side of him, however, could not fathom how he could bear the knowledge he had murdered Naomi. On impulse, he decided to stay put and face the possibility of his imminent passing.

I should pay for her death with my life. Eye for an eye. Her smile. God. Her smile.

His last visual of the person he hoped to marry was a frozen grimace on her blood-covered face—the mouth he had saturated with kisses flayed open in a final scream.

Tears dripped down his cheeks. Life was supposed to have held so much more. He was only 23 years old. Naomi had been the same age. The unfairness of it all hit him, and he grew enraged. Growling, he picked up the full trashcan next to him and hurled it far across the park, closer to the edge of the water. There was nary a stray glance in his direction. He supposed these sorts of meltdowns were somewhat frequent on the streets of LA. Still, the lack of interest from any other soul increased the loneliness he felt.

The sun crept closer. Burnished clouds mapped the horizon. Raiden was terrified. And relieved. Perhaps it would all be over soon. The thought afforded him some solace during what he thought could be the last moments of his life. Regrets flickered on his stream of consciousness. His memories changed channels at a rapid pace. Snatches of his life story flashed before his eyes. The sky brightened with color, heralding the arrival of the majestic sun. Owarida. I surrender.

He waited to die. The searing eye of the sun was opening. Awakening.

No time to grieve. No time to relive my entire past. In five minutes, I may be dead.

Certain the end was nigh, Raiden walked a couple blocks until he found a solitary bench. He hugged himself to ward off the chilly early morning breeze. Homeless people passed him, occasionally muttering as they looked up at the rising sun. None of them bothered him, nor even glanced his way.

There was not time enough to think about how his life had veered violently off course in the past few hours; no time to consider his myriad losses and failures. One of his most important duties had been to protect Naomi. Instead, he had destroyed her. Ludicrous though it may seem, the events of the past few hours were indisputable. Thirst did not remain in his well-lubricated throat. The blood had more than sated his appetite—it had left a silky, pleasant coating on the inside of his throat. Then he remembered whose blood it was.

Cruel that his last thoughts of Naomi would consist of reliving how glorious had tasted. Had he only savored those moments, instead of fumbling through them like a sweaty virgin, he could have such richer memories of the ecstasy he had felt. The thrill of it was an unparalleled high. Never in his life had he felt so present, so right in his place at the top of the food chain.

I want to do it again.

Aghast, Raiden shook his head. In his final moments of life, he should not be thinking of blasphemous pleasures. It was all coming to an end, and he would leave this world a villain. Lower lip trembling, he squinted his eyes, imagining the sun’s ascent into the foggy morning. If he concentrated, he could feel the warmth of the rays and the deadly power they possessed.

It won’t be long now.

His flesh started to tingle. His upper lip beaded sweat. His heart pounded a symphony. This was it; he was sure. His death was at hand. If there was an afterlife, he hoped to meet Naomi there and earn her forgiveness. With rapt attention, he watched dawn’s departure. The sky’s beauty was indescribable; he gazed at it in wonder. Pale light came first; pink then rosy, orange and gold; adorning the sky despite the heavy cloud of smog hanging low in the city skyline. The colors changed—they became more urgent; deepened, then lightened. Raiden’s body felt flushed and not unpleasant. A deceptive feeling of security brought warmth to his skin.

When at last the sun appeared, it glittered with an alien intensity that was mesmerizing. Raiden was happy in that moment, to die under the star that would claim him. He waited, and waited. Unexpected joy transcended him to a higher plane. Perhaps dying was not as he had always feared. Maybe it was ecstatic.

The sun rose high above the clouds, into the sky, so bright he could not look too long without searing his corneas. Still, he had yet to catch aflame. Frowning, he looked at his tanned skin. Tawny and smooth, it nevertheless glowed in an unearthly way; and newly revealed veins pulsed below the surface flesh.

The sun sat proudly, surveying the land with a Midas touch. Daylight had arrived. And Raiden was still alive. Disbelieving, he felt all over his body for signs of trouble, to find none. For the next hour, he sat on that bench, confused by the realization he yet lived as a vampire under the sun.

* * *

At some point, Raiden searched for a place to piss and shit his last human meal. Wandering into a nearby sandwich shop, he wheedled the clerk into giving him the key to the bathroom. After he had voided himself, he bought a tap water with ice from the clerk. He sipped it to appear normal, and to relieve the dryness returning to his throat. The water again tasted foul, though perhaps not as much as the bottled water he had tasted in the dressing room after his turning.

Dazed, he wandered outdoors all morning and got sunburned. It hurt like a bitch, but it healed quickly, so his pain was short-lived. By noon, Raiden was willing to admit that he definitely was not immune to the sun. Still, it did not appear to be immediately deadly. Though his sunburn seemed a little more severe than he had ever experienced before, the sting remained for such a brief period of time, there was hardly a moment to notice it. Seemingly, he would have to spend hours in the sun, consecutively, and without retreat into darkness for some time before he had to worry about immolation.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do now?” Raiden asked himself aloud. Naomi’s gray eyes flashed into his memory. A stabbing pain attacked his stomach, and he doubled over. The sites, the sounds—they were too overwhelming. Automobiles, gas, exhaust, pollution, people, dumpsters . . . he needed to get back to the hotel room. Plus, the flight back to Japan was due to leave in a couple hours. He had to figure out how to get back, but he had no idea what he was going to tell his bandmates and staff about his random disappearance.

The sudden sharp blast of a horn startled him.

“Raiden!” Kai was calling his name out the window of the rental car. “Are you okay?”

Astonished by the sudden appearance of Scent’s lead guitarist, Raiden could only stutter. “I—I’m—”

“Get over here.”

Numbly, Raiden complied with the order. His hunger—thirst—whatever—was dormant at the moment, so Kai was probably safe from his monster-side. Shambling over to the car, Raiden stopped a foot away from the rear passenger window. Kai looked him up and down. He frowned.

“What the fuck have you been doing?”

“Just—don’t ask me any questions right now . . .”

“Don’t ask you any questions? Are you joking? We’ve had a search party out for you since this morning. We almost called the cops.”

Raiden stared at the ground.

“Were you with Naomi? She’s missing, too.”

“Who?” Raiden forced himself to ask. His teeth hurt.

“One of the assistants—that hot American chick who spoke Japanese.”

Raiden swallowed hard. His next words came out as a whisper, “Sorry. Haven’t seen her.”

Kai frowned. He was clearly beyond pissed. “Well, then do you mind telling me where the fuck you’ve been?”

“You shouldn’t be around me. It’s not safe.”

“Raiden, are you doing drugs again?”

“Kai, I never did drugs, I just smoked a little weed and took a few pills every once in a while,” Raiden lied. “Anyway, that’s beside the point.”

“The point being . . .?”

Raiden sighed. “If I get in that car with you, I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to control myself.”

“Raiden, when have you ever controlled yourself? You’re the puppet, Taro pulls the strings. This disappearing act is rogue, man.”

“Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” Raiden managed sarcasm, despite his inner turmoil.

Kai opened the car door. “Just get your yesterdays-clothes-wearing-butt into this car now.”

“Or you’ll do what?”

“I can only reveal it will involve a cattle prod and a tramp stamp, and not necessarily in that order.”

“I don’t like the way your mind works.”

“Dude, I was worried sick about you. So was everyone else. They’re all out looking for you.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” Raiden muttered. “But it’s complicated, Kai. I really should stay away from everyone right now. I—need some time away.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Our flight home leaves in three hours. Now get in the car. You’ve got some ‘splainin’ to do,” Kai said, patting the seat next to him.

Raiden peered at the driver. It was some too-young-looking chick with a claw clip holding back her dark blonde hair. Reflexively, he sniffed her through the open door. Though her appearance was cheap, her blood smelled succulent and rich, a medium-bodied swallow with a big finish and almost no aftertaste.

In a daze, he got into the car, knowing it was probably the wrong thing to do, especially due to his instantaneous hunger, which the driver had unwittingly caused.

Kai was looking at him expectantly. Belatedly, Raiden realized he had to come up with a credible story as to his whereabouts. He blurted out the first thing that came to mind: “I went home with a groupie.”

Kai rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me? We’ve been thinking you’re lying dead in a ditch somewhere, and you tell me you were with some groupie? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“A lot,” Raiden answered honestly.

The car started. Kai grabbed his shoulder. Raiden instantly withdrew before he had time to analyze his bandmate’s intriguing aroma.

Undeterred, Kai went on. “Since when is banging some chick more important than letting people know you’re okay? All you had to do was send a text to any one of us, and we wouldn’t have worried. Tell the truth,” he demanded.

Raiden looked down at his hands. Though he had washed them sometime after his escape from Justus, bits of blood remained, staining his fingernails. Quickly, he slipped his hands under his thighs to hide the lingering evidence.

“Raiden—”

“The truth is I got absolutely plastered. When I woke up, I had no idea where I was. It was some hotel room somewhere. The girl had already left. I couldn’t find my phone, so I just wandered around. I’m still really hungover.”

His story was not without truth, but there was no way he would admit to Kai what had really happened.

Kai looked at him for a long moment before finally nodding. “I get it, Raiden. I’ve had my share of benders. Still, if you have some sort of alcohol abuse problem, we should talk about it.”

Raiden almost laughed at Kai’s assumption. Managing to keep a straight face, he replied, “I’m tired. Can’t we just talk about it all together on the plane?”

Kai seemed relieved. “Yeah, like with the whole band. Gotcha.”

“Good. I’m really sorry I worried you. Now, if you don’t mind,” Raiden said, resting his head against the back of the seat, “I’m going to take a little nap before we get to the hotel.”

“Fine by me,” Kai said. “I’ll text the others and let them know I found you.”

For the rest of the ride back to the hotel, Raiden could not ignore the scent of the driver’s blood. Intoxicated, he felt his fangs slipping downward. He wondered why thoughts of blood plagued him with such tormenting, yet pleasurable sensations. He was not sure why he could observe the particulars of this woman’s blood so acutely. It was a newly awakened talent he wished he did not possess.

He managed to contain himself until after Kai had dropped him off at the hotel with a promise to return in less than an hour with the rest of the band in the van they had rented for the trek to the airport. Unbeknownst to Kai, Raiden had slipped the cab driver his phone number when he paid her. Judging from the eager way her eyes swept over his ringless hand, she was game for pretty much anything.

Right on schedule, she called ten minutes later.

“I’m nearby,” she said in her husky voice. “I know you have to leave soon, so we can make it quick. Want me to come up?”

There was a slight pause before Raiden could answer. He looked out the window, gazing at the daytime moon that maintained its faded position in the sky, waiting for night to steal the spotlight. Away from the sun, he felt stronger, and less emotional.

Since he had already bought his ticket to hell, Raiden found himself replying to the driver, “Room 421.”

“Be there soon,” she murmured. Raiden could detect the trace of a smile in her voice. He had a few moments to mourn her passing, and the loved ones she would leave behind. Then came the knock at his door. Room service.

Victim number two tasted of cigarettes and regret.
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